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ABSTRACT
This project report analyzes the emergence of categories of sexual deviancy as they 
appear in selected medical treatises from the eighteenth century. Terms such as homosexual or 
lesbian were not yet available in medical or public discourse but the early modern writers did use 
a variety of other references to establish the existence of such categories. For instance, one might 
label deviants as hermaphrodites, eunuchs, sodomites, or monsters to describe what were 
perceived as “unnatural” forms of sexual expression which ostensibly posed a threat to the social 
order largely because they were not procreative, but also because of the fear that they might 
produce children of the same ilk. Moreover, the sudden explosion in scientific and medical 
knowledge during the Enlightenment created a need for the organization and classification of 
such knowledge, as well as a fascination with anomalies and how they might be cured. My 
argument is that four of these deviant categories—the chronic masturbator, tribades or 
hermaphrodites, “mollies” (or effeminate male homosexuals), and eunuchs—were considered 
unnatural because they fell outside normative prescriptions of acceptable sexual conduct that was 
based primarily on pro-natal and pro-nutpial ideologies. I rely on experts in eighteenth-century 
scholarship, such as Rictor Norton, Randolph Trumbach, Thomas Laqueur, Robert Darby, 
Thomas A. King, and George Rousseau, to inform my discussion of writings from this period. 
Although contemporary scholars in this field have made significant contributions to our 
knowledge of early modern understandings of sexual deviancy, relatively few of them seem to 
have investigated how medical treatises on generation provided a scientific basis for the 
marginalization of specific types of people. By identifying these types under the larger category 
of generation, I argue that these medical texts and popular sexologies function as vehicles of 
social control by emphasizing that the only legitimate form of sexual expression was within the 
context of marriage and that its sole purpose was for reproduction. 
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1Section I – Introduction: The State of the Field
Studies in eighteenth-century sexuality have proliferated in recent years showing it to be a 
field with rich deposits that have helped shape our understanding of the forces (whether social, 
cultural, political) that determined how sex and gender were constructed during the 
Enlightenment. Many of the experts in this field suggest that there was a radical shift in early 
modern perceptions of masculinity and femininity which led not only to the establishment of 
heteronormativity as the only legitimate form of sexual expression, but also to the stigmatization 
and marginalization of people and groups who were assigned positions within categories of 
deviance. As Tim Hitchcock and Michèle Cohen state, “the categories available to men were 
being gradually reduced to either a macho heterosexuality or else an effeminate homosexuality, 
and these identities were being reified in relation to the body by new medical understandings of 
sexual difference” (3). To be sure, our modern concepts of heterosexuality and homosexuality 
were not yet available in the minds or discourses of the early moderns, but they did have their 
own idioms and classificatory language systems with which to categorize various types of people. 
Four of these deviant categories, as they appear in selected eighteenth-century medical treatises, 
will comprise the scope of investigation in this essay: the figure of the chronic masturbator, 
tribades or hermaphrodites, “mollies” (or effeminate male homosexuals), and eunuchs. I have 
chosen these particular categories because they are the ones that appear most prominently in the 
texts in question; there are no others. My argument is that these medical and paramedical texts 
are more than simply anatomical descriptions of the human body or commentary on reproductive 
biology—they constitute an important part of the social and cultural history of the Enlightenment 
and can be understood as vehicles for the transmission of pro-natal and pro-nuptial ideologies 
that regulate sex and gender norms. One of the ways my project differs from other scholars who 
have written  about this period lies in its focus on the construction of sexual deviancy as it 
appears in literature on generation, rather than locating it, for example, in the infamous trials 
conducted against homosexual men by the Societies for the Reformation of Manners (Norton 44) 
during the mid 1720s.
Gender identities and sexual politics have been productive topics for scholars in this field 
to engage with, even if they have not made medical texts their primary focus. For instance, 
2Randolph Trumbach continues to have a major impact on social historians since writing his 
seminal article, “London's Sodomites: Homosexual Behavior and Western Culture in the 
Eighteenth Century” (1977). His work in Sex and the Gender Revolution (1998) is now a staple in 
eighteenth-century studies that tracks the history of sodomy in relation to masculine identities and 
convincingly argues that the emergence of heterosexuality is connected to prostitution and the 
disavowal of sodomy when he states, “Male reputation and identity grew out of a struggle to 
achieve an exclusive heterosexuality that avoided sodomy on the one hand and masturbation on 
the other, and that proved itself most easily by going to prostitutes” (14-15). Trumbach links this 
trend to the rise of individualism (9) and suggests that the existence of a “third gender,” 
embodied by the tropes of the sodomite and hermaphrodite, created a major anxiety for men 
which they usually resolved through romantic marriage (16), thus achieving their distinct gender 
identity as men. 
Other studies in eighteenth-century sexuality concentrate on the sudden spike in 
masturbatory paranoia as part of the increasing emphasis on the proper uses of sex and the 
emergence of the modern nuclear family. For example, Roy Porter, in his collaboration with 
Leslie Hall in The Facts of Life (1995), offers one of the most comprehensive discussions on 
Aristotle's Master-piece (1733) (the first edition in 1684 had many subsequent editions 
throughout the eighteenth century). Their knowledge of the “print explosion” (Porter and Hall 35) 
and its relationship to popular sexual wisdom and advice literature is a good example of how to 
approach medical history from below. The Facts of Life (1995) also contains a fascinating chapter 
on masturbation which addresses one of the central tensions faced by anti-masturbation writers: 
their material, aimed towards prevention, might actually instruct people in a practice they might 
not have considered doing had they not read the tract at all (97). As a result of “informing readers 
precisely what it was too inflammatory for them to be told” (99), Porter and Hall reveal “the 
predicaments inherent in talking the taboo” (99), as they discuss the prominent role sex manuals 
played in forming sex and gender norms in popular consciousness. Porter appears in most books 
that house collections of scholarly essays, such as Robert Maccubbin's 'Tis Nature's Fault (1987), 
and he also appeared as a co-editor with George Rousseau in their important work, Sexual  
Underworlds of the Enlightenment (1987). These books offer a wide variety of essay topics that 
range from the cultural significance of hermaphroditism and the social construction of gender, to 
3the formation of homosexual subcultures and how they were perceived by eighteenth-century 
society. However, as important as these works are for scholars in this field, relatively little 
attention has been given to the role that medical texts played in the construction of sexual 
deviance.
Thomas Laqueur is another premier cultural theorist with whom one should be intimately 
familiar when pursuing academic investigations into sex and gender during the Enlightenment, 
though some of his ideas remain somewhat controversial and have faced substantial criticism by 
scholars such as Robert Darby. Nevertheless, Laqueur is an authority to be reckoned with and two 
of his works continue to impact thinkers' reconstructions of the period in question. Making Sex 
(1990) consolidated his reputation as a social historian by introducing his concept of the “one-
sex/two-sex model” in order to account for the major shift in modern medical knowledge and 
discourse concerning the female body. Ancient physicians and natural philosophers such as 
Galen, Aristotle, and Hippocrates, Laqueur argues, regarded women as essentially incomplete or 
inverted males who lacked a “vital heat” (4) and that they were perceived as mutations of a single 
sex because “The language simply did not exist, or need to exist, for distinguishing male from 
female organs” (97). The two-sex model did not emerge all at once, but as early modern 
anatomists began to uncover fundamental differences in the reproductive biology of the sexes 
(especially William Harvey's monumental discovery of ovarian follicles), the categories of sex 
and gender conflated to produce new conceptions of women as distinct from men, rather than 
inferior versions of them. 
Laqueur's most recent offering, Solitary Sex (2003), is an elaborate history of the 
medicalization of masturbation and tackles the central question of why it was perceived to be 
such a threat, both to individuals and to larger society. This work, in conjunction with Jean 
Stengers and Anne Van Neck's Masturbation: The History of a Great Terror (2001), provides a 
vivid composite of the masturbator as a particular type of person who was sure to suffer from a 
host of physical and mental ailments as a result of indulging in the lethal habit. Both works deal 
extensively with the most famous anti-masturbation tracts of the eighteenth century, the 
anonymously published Onania (1718) and Samuel August Tissot's Onanism (1766), and frame 
their discussions in light of the burgeoning quasi-medical profession known as quackery. 
Laqueur, in particular, devotes a significant chunk of his text to John Marten, author of 
4Gonosologium Novum (1709), which becomes an important focal point for my discussion of the 
chronic masturbator—an individual who could be either male or female.
Historians of lesbianism have made substantial contributions in the way of documenting 
same-sex relationships between women and exploring the intersect between hermaphroditism and 
female homosexuality. Lewd and Notorious (2003), edited by Katherine Kittredge, begins with an 
essay by Susan Lanser that contextualizes the materialization of the lesbian as a discursive 
product of hermaphroditism in the seventeenth century (23) which, as she suggests, is part of “the 
(re)construction of patriarchy on a foundation of heterosexual desire and identity” (22). While 
Lanser makes it apparent that the figure of the female homosexual does not come to fruition until 
the second half of the eighteenth century, that is not to say that it did not exist formerly in other 
idioms, such as the enlarged clitoris of the tribade or women who imitated men through cross-
dressing in order to share the advantages of inherent in male privilege (Trumbach in Body 
Guards: The Cultural Politics of Gender Ambiguity 115). In fact, prosecutions for lesbian 
activities were often implemented on grounds of deception and fraud as Lynne Friedli observes: 
“Whereas men who were prosecuted in relation to homoerotic [or homosexual] practices were 
charged with sodomy, women who married [other women] were charged with fraud” (Friedli in 
Sexual Underworlds of the Enlightenment 235). Sally O'Driscoll identifies another mode of 
expression that could be used to characterize lesbians when she discusses the image of the 
passionless woman in her important essay entitled, “The Lesbian and the Passionless Woman: 
Femininity and Sexuality in Eighteenth-Century England” (2004). Emma Donaghue's Passions  
Between Women (1995) is one of the most comprehensive studies to address lesbian 
representations in early modern discourses and her work examines how those representations 
were being played out in poetic, religious, and medical works. She foregrounds lesbianism as a 
history that exists quite independently from gay history and that it can be traced through 
anatomical hermaphroditism, suggesting that “studies of sexuality have suffered from treating 
women as an afterthought to men” (9).
Just as scholars have traced the development of lesbianism through the figure of the 
tribade and hermaphrodite, much has also been written about molly culture by academic 
heavyweights such as Rictor Norton and Alan Bray. These authors represent the ongoing polarity 
between essentialism and social constructionism among queer theorists and social historians more 
5generally. Norton, famous for championing the idea that queer subcultures existed autonomous of 
the social forces that branded them as deviant, made a lasting contribution to the field upon 
publishing his book Mother Clap's Molly House (1992), to say nothing of the collection on his 
massive website Gay History and Literature located at www.rictornoton.co.uk. Bray's 
Homosexuality in Renaissance England (1982) takes the constructionist approach by suggesting 
that the demonization of homosexuality during the Renaissance was the product of a 
mythological system that associated the sodomitical archetype with sorcery and witchcraft. By 
the 1700s, Bray argues, there was enough social upheaval to create a reorganization of 
ecclesiastical and governmental structures (110) so that “the generally accepted image of the 
sodomite was transformed [from an archetype] into one particular kind of individual” (112), 
which can be attributed to early modern obsessions with the peculiar. George Haggerty's Men in 
Love (1999) discusses male friendships in less frightening terms than those explored by Bray 
(such as the sodomite as werewolf and basilisk, for example) by framing his discussion of same-
sex relationships “not in terms of sodomy...but in terms of love” (19). For Haggerty, love is an 
umbrella concept that represents part of a larger tradition of heroic and romantic friendship which 
needs to be recontextualized apart from its sexual connotations in order to account for the 
existence of homoerotic desire. 
The writings of Thomas A. King and Raymond Stephanson are excellent examples of high 
theory in eighteenth-century studies, insofar as each of them develops complex ideas about the 
formation of masculine identities in homosocial communities. King's concept of “residual 
pederasty” (5), put forth in volume one of The Gendering of Men (2004), demonstrates the 
hierarchical organization and increasing privatization of modern male relationships which “were 
structured according to preexisting assymetries of status and power—that is, differences of age 
and social position” (21), and connected to economic structures such as landownership. King 
argues that pederasty could be understood as a system of patronage which “entailed the 
materialization and embodiment of patterns of dominance and submission and—conversely—
favor and superordination” (25), and that “subordination was pleasurable in the sense that having 
or achieving a place, or being granted a name, [which could] be pleasurable and oppressive” 
(emphasis mine, 25). He also traces the politics of effeminacy and suggests that, in a time where 
marriage was increasingly regarded as a form of social mobility (33), this form of invective 
6signified a separation of boys from men and could be used to validate one's citizenship (65). 
Raymond Stephanson's book, The Yard of Wit (2004), focuses on the cultural symbolism of the 
phallus as part of a new social milieu of male creativity and masculinity. Stephanson maintains 
that “Reproductive biology [in the eighteenth century] appeared more than ever one of the 
primary sites of an essentialized maleness” (9). Another central feature of his work is located in 
his detailed discussions on the significance of male potency (especially in relation to Alexander 
Pope) and he argues that there was a “gradual shift from masculinity as reputation to masculinity 
as sexualized interiority” (9). Both King and Stephanson occupy unique territory in the terrain of 
eighteenth-century scholarship and have made invaluable contributions to our understanding of 
the structure of masculinity during the Enlightenment. 
Many of the works listed in this brief review of secondary materials focus either on court 
records of criminal prosecutions or on literary works (whether poetry or prose) to frame their 
discussions of transgressive sexuality and these approaches, far from being erroneous, offer 
salient insights into early modern perceptions of sex and gender and the norms that regulated 
them. These authors are also aware of the impact that print culture had on the medical profession 
and, as literacy increased among the lower and middle classes, so too did their appetite for the 
kind of knowledge (i.e. sex and reproduction) that was previously reserved for specialists of the 
educated elite. Consequently, this period of history is rife with medical and paramedical treatises 
that undertake to reveal the mysteries of generation and human anatomy to a broader reading 
audience that did not exist previously. Although most of the scholars I've mentioned discuss the 
works listed in my selection of primary materials in varying degrees, virtually everyone addresses 
these texts either in relation to generation itself, the rise of capitalism and individualism, or in 
light of the increasing awareness of the female body, as opposed to reading them for what the 
early moderns had to say about alternative or “unnatural” modes of sexual expression. These 
early modern texts on generation are vehicles for the dissemination of pro-natal and pro-nuptial 
ideologies which regulate sexual behaviour by categorizing particular types of people as deviants 
and reifying heterosexuality as normate. The title of this paper is also meant to suggest the kind 
of discourse that was most likely to characterize sexual deviance during the Enlightenment,
namely, its so-called unnaturalness.1
1 The word “unnatural” is a loaded term that is worth defining here in order to clarify what I want it to signify 
7I have chosen ten primary sources for this study which are meant to exemplify the range 
of medical knowledge that was available both to the wider public and those occupying higher 
social positions. Texts such as Thomas Gibson's Anatomy of Humane Bodies Epitomized (1703), 
François Mauriceau's The Diseases of Women with Child (1710), James Drake's Anthropologia 
Nova (1717), and Pierre Dionis's General Treatise of Midwifery (1719) are formal, sophisticated 
treatises geared towards professionally trained physicians and are most often concerned with 
objective descriptions of the body and its reproductive functions. The anonymous Aristotle's  
Master-piece (1684) contains more folklore than it does factual scientific knowledge but it was 
nevertheless one of the most popular sex manuals during the period. Jane Sharp's The Compleat  
Midwife's Companion (1671) was an affordable guide for midwives who might not have had 
access to higher education such as Gibson did, but who still played an important role in 
delivering children. John Marten's Gonosologium Novum (1709) is a good example of a 
paramedical text that is loaded with moral imperatives on the (im)proper uses of sex, whereas 
Nicolas Venette's The Pleasures of Conjugal Love (1740) emphasizes the idea that sexual 
moderation is crucial for maintaining a healthy lifestyle. The anonymous Onania (1718) 
popularized the medicalization of masturbation and is most often regarded as the work 
responsible for spreading fear of the practice into public consciousness. Edward Ward's The 
Secret History of London Clubs (1709) reads more like a gossip column but it is a key text that 
identifies the figure of the molly and the homosexual subculture in London during the 
Enlightenment. 
Section II – The Figure of the Chronic Masturbator
Medical and paramedical treatises constitute an important source of cultural history that 
can be understood as vehicles for the distribution of pro-nuptial and pro-natal ideologies which 
govern sexual behaviour and act as agents of hegemony and social control. These texts point to 
throughout the rest of the paper. The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as follows: a) contrary to the ordinary 
course of nature; abnormal; b) feelings or behaviours contrary to what is normal, conventional, or acceptable; or 
c) not existing in nature; artificial. The definition offered by the OED only partly captures my meaning, however. 
Dictionary.com comes closer to the way I want the word to register in the reader's mind: a) at variance with the 
character or nature of a person, animal, or plant; b) lacking human qualities or sympathies; monstrous or 
inhuman. Also, the term “deviant” presupposes the existence of an established norm and is used as a kind of 
subcategory of the unnatural which is discursively constructed in relation to abnormality. 
8the existence of underlying assumptions about sex and gender, which are often heterosexist in 
nature, and betray early modern anxieties about sexual difference. Tim Hitchcock and Michèle 
Cohen observe that there were growing concerns in the eighteenth century about how men were 
expected to conduct themselves: “What we see in the various literatures which describe the 
development of more sharply defined masculine behaviour is not the story of a unified male 
culture, but a growing variety of acceptable and unacceptable forms of male behaviour” (22). 
Masturbation was one of these unacceptable behaviours that was perceived as a threat to the 
social order precisely because it was not procreative. One of the central arguments posited by 
John Marten in Gonosologium Novum (1709) is that men have an obligation to produce children 
as part of their conjugal duties and that it is contrary to the laws of God and Nature not to do so: 
“Matrimony [is] instituted by Divine Authority, for the begetting of Children” (15). According to 
Marten, those who violate this statute, whether accidentally or intentionally, possess a particular 
constitution that is characterized by weakness and defect which renders them unfit for generation. 
Examples of an accidental violation might include a penis that is too large (16), a crooked yard 
(18), or a prepuce that cannot be retracted fully during copulation (20); his remedies include the 
use of a slotted cork to reduce the length of penile penetration (16), a lead mould with which to 
straighten the yard (18), and circumcision of the foreskin to free up the glans during ejaculation 
(20). Instances of intentional violations focus on the acquisition of venereal diseases (claps and 
gleets) through promiscuity (21) and most notably, our subject of interest, those who ostensibly 
contaminate and pollute themselves through masturbation. 
Masturbation, contrary to being harmless self-pleasure, was seen by Marten as the 
primary cause of most sexual dysfunction—in males as well as females. For example, he claimed 
that it would almost certainly lead to impotence and irreparable damage to the testicles which, in 
turn, hindered the quality of semen which was supposed to be “thick and glewy” (23), and could 
inhibit reproduction if it was not. Furthermore, masturbation robbed a man of vital moisture and 
heat which invariably debilitated his physical strength and generative capacities: “Sometimes this 
deficiency [of moisture and heat] produces not only Effeminacy and  Unmanliness, but also an 
universal Faintness and Consumption of the whole Body,...and that especially if the Person has 
us'd over much Masturbation or Friction in his Youth” (27). This particular excerpt is significant 
for several reasons: a) it reveals effeminacy as a kind of  corruption that stands in direct 
9opposition to robust manliness; b) it establishes a clear link between genital activity and physical 
health; c) it locates masturbation in the province of adolescence. Laqueur also comments on the 
fear that loss of moisture and heat produced in the minds of the early moderns when he states, “In 
coition, people perspire[d] more than at any other time and thus might enfeeble themselves were 
it not for the fact that one person's loss is the other's gain, and vice versa: 'The one inhales what 
the other exhales.' The masturbator 'receives nothing'” (Solitary Sex 208). Laqueur's observation 
helps to contextualize Marten's comments in terms of reciprocity and thus explains “why it might 
be ten times more healthy to have intercourse with a prostitute than to masturbate once” (208). 
We can see how Marten constructs the deviant category of the masturbator not only as inefficient 
for reproduction, but also as a way of limiting sexual activity to heterosexual unions. 
Marten also suggests that masturbation can lead to mental ailments and believes that the 
testes are connected directly to the brain through the nervous system; orgasm produces a kind of 
electric shock that can potentially damage the testes and, consequently, the brain. The following 
passage implies that there is an important connection between the sex organs and the higher 
functions of the brain:
[Those] that have us'd in their Youth too much or excess of Venery and manual Violence 
or Friction, which not only relaxes the Seminal Vessels, but destroys the Ferment in the 
Testicles or Stones, as plainly appears by their Seed's being of a thin, watry and 
inelaborate Consistency, which if not in time remedied, degenerates into Hecticks, 
Consumptions, &c. (34)
Here we can see a reiteration of the former excerpt with an added emphasis on the impaired 
mental capacities of the masturbator who “degenerates into Hecticks,” and lives in a feverish 
state of confusion. If we consider the prevalence of the homunculus at this time—the idea that 
each sperm was a kind of miniature version of the man himself—it is evident that Marten's focus 
is more on the preservation of the seed itself than it is about chastising the masturbator. 
Nevertheless, the main idea of the passage suggests that masturbation is among the primary 
causes of this corrupt seed in the first place. Marten's use of “manual Violence” is a curious idiom 
that suggests people who masturbate can actually harm themselves physically by doing so and his 
writing is part of a larger shift in medical understandings of the form and function of 
“spermatozoa,” as was first observed under the microscopes of Antonie van Leeuwenhoek 
10
(Stephanson 38). For Marten, the quality of sperm is vital for reproduction and is greatly reduced 
in men who masturbate.
The bulk of Marten's horror towards masturbation seems to be directed towards men but 
he has some interesting things to say about women who engage in the habit as well. For example, 
he claims that some people are more prone to be lascivious than others and that they are more 
likely to be at risk for disease because of it (54). Marten writes, “there are many, both Men and 
Women, of such unbridled Lusts and Passions, who frequently use Titillation to themselves 
without the help of one another, the Man by the Hand, and Women by the Fingers, or other more 
convenient Instruments” (54). Aside from his own disgust at such behaviour (he declines to say 
anything further on the subject), we can see that Marten thinks members of both sexes have 
difficulty controlling their sexual urges and that these people, far from exercising their reason and 
good judgement, have given themselves over to these apparently unnatural inclinations. On the 
whole, Marten believes men are more lustful than women are (he claims men are “the most 
lustful creatures in the universe” on page 5) because their bodies are naturally hotter. However, 
later in the treatise he suggests that some women violate the coolness of their natural 
constitutions by inflaming themselves with lust, especially women with “hot Wombs, of sanguine 
florrid Complexions, red Hair'd, [who have] merry dispositions” (86). Such women are incapable 
of sexual satisfaction and “procure to themselves with their Fingers or other more proper 
Instrument, a Pleasure that supplies the room of a Man's Embraces, for which reason the Clitoris 
in Women is call'd the Contempt of Men” (86-87), thus signifying the insatiable lust of women 
and the inability of men to ever satisfy them fully. Marten also identifies certain women who, he 
believes, are especially prone to “that practice” and suggests they can be found in particular 
places: 
Widows, or such whose Husbands are absent, Maids, and even by Girls at Boarding 
Schools, to their irrepairable Disgrace, that practice being almost as rife among them, as 
Friction among Schoolboys, and of which, as I am credibly inform'd, several young Girls 
were not long since detected, in at a certain Boarding School in this Town. (87)
Part of the “irrepairable Disgrace” that Marten refers to has to do with his previous warning that 
women who pleasure themselves this way will lose their virginity by breaking their hymens (74). 
What made masturbation unnatural for women was not so much that it was an abnormal practice
11
—clearly there were a lot of them doing it. Rather, the answer to this question can be located in 
the pro-nuptial cultural ideology which regulated women's sexualities to the confines of marriage. 
The only socially acceptable way for a woman to lose her virginity or express herself sexually 
was with her husband on their wedding night; any sex outside the context of marriage was seen as 
a breach of sexual protocol.
We can also see that Marten locates the “problem,” especially among youths, in 
educational institutions where parents were not able to keep the same watchful eye on their 
children that they could at home and this surveillance became an important strategy of 
containment, to say nothing of how schoolmasters began to scrutinize their students. The 
paradox, of course, is that masturbation was usually constructed as a solitary vice but it could 
also be practised in social settings, such as Thomas King identifies when he discusses the model 
of pederasty in which the elder boy teaches the younger how to pleasure himself (107-108) or, as 
Robert Darby observes:
[P]rivate clubs centred around group wanking, a world of male libertines not unlike an 
American college fraternity, with lots of drinking, a bit of horseplay, and perhaps a female 
stripper. One of these, the Beggars Bension, held meetings twice a year at which the 
members dressed in monkish gowns, greeted each other by rubbing their penises together, 
and collectively masturbated into a ceremonial cup. (29)
The astute analyses of King and Darby verify the contradictory nature of early modern 
masturbatory paranoia; on the one hand, it was denounced because of its anti-social or isolationist 
implications. On the other hand, it could also be a relatively social practice and a kind of rite of 
passage with the potential to solidify human bonds and consolidate their sense of individual and 
collective identity.
The clitoris was probably the most unruly part of the of the female body for Marten (and 
others) and he had no qualms about connecting it to nationalist discourse or the fear of 
hermaphroditism and tribadism, which I discuss in greater detail in the next section. One of the 
most disturbing passages in Gonosologium Novum (1709) is when Marten discusses 
clitoridectomy, although he is careful to distance himself from its endorsement because such an 
operation would hinder generation. Nevertheless, he does prop up the superiority of England to 
other countries when he writes:
12
In some Eastern Countries the Clitoris  in Women is so large, that for its deformity and 
filling up the passage, the better to facilitate, as they think, Copulation, they cut it quite 
out, or else hinder its growth by searing it, and is what they call Circumcising of Women: 
But of these things, and Hermaphrodites, as also of the odd and ridiculous Customs and 
Manners of many Countries, concerning the ordering, using, and abusing of the Genital 
Parts of both Sexes [he mentions elsewhere]. (87)
Interestingly, Marten uses clitoridectomy to distinguish between the practices of civilized nations 
(i.e. England) and barbaric ones. The quotation resonates with nationalist propaganda but it also 
exemplifies the growing anxiety about the clitoris as the site of uncontrollable lust which, if it 
remained unchecked, might even change women into men. This excerpt reveals both a fascination 
with and horror of the sensational, as well as the idea that the only proper use of the sex organs is 
for procreation and those who do otherwise violate the laws of Nature. Masturbation, in short, 
was seen as a deadly substitute for heterosexual intercourse.
Masturbation was also considered to be physically harmful and destructive to the 
reproductive system. Although Marten is usually credited with popularizing the word 
“masturbation” in the English language (Solitary Sex 29), other writers were aware of the practice 
even if it was not yet fully available as a concept in public consciousness. For example, Jane 
Sharp (one of the first English women to publish material on midwifery) describes it as a form of 
self-destruction and suggests that it is one of the causes of female infertility (The Compleat  
Midwife's Companion, 4th edition [1725] 104). She even suggests that priests and nuns are only 
able to maintain their celibacy and status as single people because they masturbate. Sharp writes: 
Almost all Men and Women desire to be fruitful naturally, and it is a kind of self 
destroying not to be willing to leave some succession after us...But for Men or Women to 
Mutilate themselves on purpose, or use destructive means to cause Barrenness, besides the 
means prescribed of Prayer and fasting, I cannot think to be justifiable, though some 
Persons have presumptuously ventured upon it. Let the Votaries of the Roman Church 
look to it, when they make vows of Chastity, which the greatest part of them doubtless are 
never able to keep but by using unlawful means. (104)
The self-mutilation Sharp refers to is not the same genital mutilation we saw when Marten 
mentioned clitoridectomy; she is almost certainly alluding to masturbation. She also uses the 
